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Immigration remains an important point of debate in the US presidential race, but the political
parties are putting a different emphasis on their proposals. Republican candidate Donald Trump
continues to put a major focus on expanding and strengthening the existing wall along the USMexican border, while his Democratic counterpart, Hillary Rodham Clinton, has proposed an
“urgent” fix to the immigration system to provide a path for undocumented immigrants to legalize
their status.
Throughout the campaign, Trump had called for the mass deportations of undocumented
immigrants, and often repeated his statement referring to undocumented Mexican immigrants as
“rapists, drug traffickers, and criminals.” However, during a television interview in late August,
Trump backed down from his hard line, saying he was open to “softening” his plan to deport all
undocumented immigrants, which are estimated at more than 11 million. He also noted that “some
undocumented immigrants are great people.”

Trump insists on border wall
A centerpiece of Trump’s immigration stance, however, remains his proposal to expand and
strengthen the wall separating the US and Mexico. This position was reflected in the Republican
Party platform, endorsed at the party’s convention in July.
“We support building a wall along our southern border and protecting all ports of entry,” reads
the text of the Republican Party platform. “The border wall must cover the entirety of the southern
border and must be sufficient to stop both vehicular and pedestrian traffic.” This policy represents
a departure from the statement in the Republican Party’s 2012 platform, which advocated for
completion of the double-layered fencing mandated along certain sections of the border under the
Secure Fence Act of 2006.
The Democratic Party’s 2016 platform makes no mention of a wall in its sections on immigration and
security, instead endorsing a path to citizenship for law-abiding, unauthorized immigrants.
The wall proposal runs counter to sentiment in the US. According to a poll conducted the Pew
Research Center in March 2016, 59% of respondents said they oppose the wall project, compared
with 38% who said they support the plan. However, the poll, conducted among 2,254 US adults, also
reflected partisan preferences. Respondents who identified themselves with the Republican Party
supported the project by an overwhelming 67%. In contrast, 86% of the respondents who identified
themselves as Democrats opposed the wall.
Still, Trump views the wall as a priority, even with the apparent softening of his hardline stance in
other areas of immigration policy. “We’re going to build the wall, folks. That wall will go up so fast
your head will spin,” he said at rally in Akron, Ohio, in late August.
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While Trump remains steadfast on his proposal to expand the border wall, he has not provided
any new insights or specifics on the uncertainties of his proposal. During a television interview in
February, Trump said the US would need to construct the wall on 1,000 miles of the border because
natural barriers would act as deterrents in other border areas. At that time, he put the cost of
construction and expansion of the wall at only US$8 billion. Trump revised his estimate a few weeks
later, suggesting that the cost could rise to between US$10 billion and US$12 billion, but did not
provide a reason why he increased his estimate. Some observers believe Trump is underestimating
the cost of the project, which could rise to as high as US$25 billion, according to an estimate from
The Washington Post.
Trump has pledged to force Mexico to pay for the wall, suggesting in a two-page memo that he
would only ask Mexico for a “one-time payment” of US$5 billion to US$10 billion. If the country did
not pay the fee, he said, he would use economic threats against Mexico, including an embargo on
remittances from Mexican expatriates, which approached US$25 billion in 2015 (SourceMex, May 11,
2016).
When asked what mechanism he would use to block the remittances, Trump said he would apply
the anti-terrorism provisions in the US Patriot Act to block money transfers to Mexico. When
informed that this proposal might be illegal under US laws, Trump mentioned other ways of
collecting revenue, including an increase in fees on all temporary visas issued to Mexican CEOs and
diplomats, and on the cards issued to allow drivers to cross the border on a regular basis. He also
mentioned raising fees for temporary visas issued to workers under the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA) and raising costs for shipments from Mexico at ports of entry in the US.

Mexico concerned
Mexican officials, while keeping an eye on the US elections, are dismissing Trump’s suggestions.
“We are not even considering that proposal [to pay the one-time fee],” Foreign Affairs Secretary
Claudia Ruiz Massieu said in an interview with US media in August. “We are working to create
prosperity, employment, and increased investments to create more opportunities.”
Ruiz Massieu’s measured comments were a sharp contrast to statements she made in February
during a visit to Washington, when she called Trump’s policies and comments “ignorant and racist”
and his proposed border wall “absurd.”
“It is impossible to think of a 2,000-mile border being walled off and trade between our two
countries stopped,” Ruiz Massieu told reporters at that time. “It is impractical, inefficient, wrong,
and frankly, it is not an intelligent thing to do.”
However, there is some concern in Mexico about the implications of a Trump victory.
“Without a doubt, it [a Trump presidency] is something to worry about, but the decisions of
other nations have to be respected,” Humberto Roque Villanueva, deputy interior secretary
for immigration affairs, said in May, a few weeks before Trump was officially nominated as the
Republican candidate. “We can’t predict how Americans will vote, and we can’t have a preference,
either. But what we can do is recognize that Trump exaggerates in his opinions about Mexicans in
the United States, and he doesn’t value what they do for the country.”
Trump’s proposal to increase fees comes on top of his threat to withdraw from NAFTA (SourceMex,
July 27, 2016). Both those actions could hurt commerce along the US-Mexico border and the
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economies of dozens of cities that depend on commercial activity. The proposal to raise fees to pay
for the wall has drawn mixed reactions, with business groups dismissing the plan and politicians
denouncing the scheme.
Sam Vale, former chair of the Border Trade Alliance and owner of the Starr-Camargo Bridge
Company, said his organization is not concerned about rhetoric. The key factor for the BTA, he said,
is developing relations with US House and Senate members, because that is where legislation is
developed.
However, US Rep. Henry Cuellar (D-Texas) said negative publicity about the border region could
hurt economic development in border communities. US Rep. Filemón Vela, also a Texas Democrat,
wrote a strongly worded letter to Trump opposing the wall project.
Clinton and Trump are also expected to use advertising to present their message on immigration. In
his first television advertisement of the presidential campaign, Trump addressed immigration, but
the focus was on security. The ad was an attempt to show that he remained intent on securing the
borders against “criminals.”
“In Hillary Clinton’s America, the system stays rigged against Americans,” a narrator says in the
spot, criticizing Syrian refugees and undocumented immigrants. “It’s more of the same, but worse.”
In contrast, the ad says, “Donald Trump’s America is secure. Terrorists and dangerous criminals:
kept out. The border: secured. Our families: safe. Change that makes America safe again.
Clinton has not released an advertisement on immigration during the general election. Before the
primary election, she aired an ad in Nevada that hinted of a compassionate immigration policy.
In a 60-second spot airing on television and digital platforms, Clinton is shown at a campaign stop
comforting an upset 10-year-old girl who voiced concern that her parents would be deported.
“I’m going to do everything I can so you don’t have to be scared, and you don’t have to worry about
what’s going to happen to your mom, or your dad, or somebody else in your family," Clinton tells
the girl. “I feel really, really strongly that you’re being very brave. And you have to be brave for
them, too. … Let me do all the worrying; let me do all the worrying. Is that a deal?”
Some observers point out, however, that Clinton’s stance on immigration has been uneven during
her political career. “It’s important to note that Trump isn’t alone in being all over the map on
immigration,” Betsy Woodruff wrote in the online political site The Daily Beast. “Over the course of
her political career, Hillary Clinton has held a veritable cornucopia of views on deportations—at first
she was fine with them; then she wanted it to be slightly harder to deport children; then she wanted
children to be deported, but not too many of them; then she decided that only adult undocumented
immigrants convicted of violent crimes should be sent back to their home countries.”

-- End --
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